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ABSTRACT 

Increasing access to higher education for first-generation 
and low-income students was the primary motivation for the establishment of 
the federally funded TRIP programs. This study, using data from the National 
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) obtained through data sharing among 
several urban institutions, compared TRIO-eligible students and non-TRIO 
eligible students on their engagement in three effective educational 
practices: active learning, student-faculty interaction, and student-peer 
interaction. Also compared were student self-reported gains on measures of 
cognitive and affective development. Findings suggest that for both sample 
populations, engagement in educational practices was positively related to 
their cognitive and affective growth during college. Results also indicate 
that the relative importance of these effective educational practices to 
student outcomes varied somewhat for students in the two sampled populations. 
Findings show that low-income, first-generation students tend to benefit more 
from educational practices that involve them in class presentations or 
participation in class discussions and from activities that engage them in a 
collaborative learning process. One appendix lists institutions involved in 
the data share, and the other describes the beneficial educational practices. 
(Contains 6 tables and 22 references.) (SLD) 
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Abstract 

Increasing access to higher education for first-generation and low-income students was 
the primary motivation for the establishment of the federally-funded TRIO programs. In 
this study, using NSSE data obtained through a data-sharing among several urban 
institutions, we describe and compare TRIO-eligible students to non-TRIO-eligible 
students on their engagement in the three effective educational practices (active learning, 
student-faculty interactions, and student-peer interactions), as well as their self-reported 
gains on measures of cognitive and affective development. The implications of these 
findings for institutions that cater to these populations of students or have TRIO 
programs in place on campus will be discussed. 
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First Generation and Low Income Students: Using the NSSE Data to Study 
Effective Educational Practices and Students’ Self-Reported Gains 

First generation students are becoming an increasingly important segment of the 
student population for many institutions, yet Terenzini et al. (1996) report that relatively 
little research has been done on this constituency. What is known is that first generation 
students are at a disadvantage in terms of college knowledge, personal commitment and 
familial support (York- Anderson and Bowman, 1991); have cultural and family 
influences adding to the typical college-student anxieties (London, 1989; Terenzini et al., 
1994); and are described as being at greater risk with respect to both persistence and 
degree attainment (Billson and Terry, 1982; Richardson and Skinner, 1992). Terenzini et 
al. (1996) found in their research that first-generation students tend to have weaker 
cognitive skills, have lower degree aspirations, expect to take longer to complete their 
degree programs, and report receiving less encouragement from family than their 
traditional peers. 

A small, but growing body of research has focused on first-generation students’ 
experiences during college and the effect these experiences have on their learning and 
development. Grayson (1997) reports that first-generation students differ from their 
traditional peers in the types of activities they engage in as well in their level of academic 
achievement. Findings from his study indicate that while first-generation students 
participated less in activities that contributed to their GPA, such as classroom 
involvement and time on task, they also engaged less in activities that detracted from the 
GPA, such as involvement in social activities. First-generation students in this study 
were also found to have lower first-year GPA’s than their traditional counterparts. 
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Terenzini et al. (1996) examined the educational experiences of both first- 
generation students and traditional students to determine if there were differential 
influences on the gains students made in three important outcomes of an undergraduate 
education: math skills, reading comprehension, and critical thinking skills. They found 
that while students’ experiences had a significant effect on gains for all students, first- 
generation students tended to benefit more from their classroom involvement than did 
traditional students. Kuh et al (19960) report similar findings in their investigation of the 
influence of certain measures of educational practices (active, collaborative learning and 
student-faculty interaction) on students’ gains on two college outcomes: general 
education and cognitive development. While the best predictor of gains in these two 
areas for all students was their involvement in active and collaborative learning activities, 
they found that students’ socio-economic status was negatively correlated with these 
activities, suggesting that students with low SES were more likely to engage in and 
benefit from involvement in such practices. 

Cabrera, La Nasa and Burkum (2001) looked at the pathways to the 4-year 
degree, likelihood of transfer, and degree-completion rates of students in different 
socioeconomic strata. They found that low SES students tended to come from 
backgrounds of moderate to poor academic preparation, tend to enter first at a community 
college (with only 17% eventually transferring to a 4-year institution), and have the 
lowest degree completion rates. Terenzini, Cabrera and Bernal (2001) report on a variety 
of factors handicapping the degree completion of low-income students, including part- 
time enrollment, delayed enrollment after high school, and parental responsibilities. 
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These concerns prompted the federal government to get involved in helping 
increase access to higher education for these students. Funded under Title IV of the 
Higher Education Act of 1965, the TRIO programs (so named because initially there 
were three programs) were designed to help first-generation, low-income students 
overcome class, social and cultural barriers to higher education. According to the 
Department of Education website, over 1,900 TRIO programs currently serve nearly 
700,000 low-income Americans (annual incomes less than $25,000) between the ages of 
1 1 and 27 through several programs, including Upward Bound, Student Support Services, 
and McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement programs. 

The purpose of this study is to describe and compare TRIO-eligible students to 
non-TRIO-eligible students on their engagement in the three effective educational 
practices as identified, as well as their self-reported gains on measure of cognitive and 
affective development. Furthermore, within the domain of TRIO-eligible students, a 
comparison of those participating in TRIO programs to those not participating in such 
programs will be made on these same measures. 

Method 

The data for these analyses came from the 2001 administration of the National 
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). Created under the auspices of the Pew 
Charitable Trust, the NSSE was designed to assess the extent to which students are 
exposed to, and engage in, good educational practices (Kuh, 2001a). Among the variety 
of items on the survey, students were asked to report the frequency with which they 
engage in a number of activities that represent good educational practices, indicate the 
amount of time spent on various activities, and estimate their educational and personal 
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